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Introduction

In both the Christian and the Islamic traditions there developed from
the beginning currents of love mysticism and emphasis upon Divine Love as
a path to reach God. In Christianity although some of the great early figures
such as Clement of Alexandria, Origen and Saint Augustine emphasized the
path of love, they were also devoted to the path of knowledge, gnosis and
illumination. We also see in the Middle Ages in such figures as Erigena,
Meister Eckhart and Dante himself this emphasis on Divine Knowledge along
with love. It was in this complex contest that there appeared in the 7"/13™
century the school of the Fedeli d’amore in Italy, an esoteric and secret society

which also had political and social dimensions.

As for the Islamic tradition, we already see in the early woman Sufi
mystic Rabi‘a the strong presence of love mysticism. It was, however,
especially in Khorasan that a school of Sufism emphasizing love began to
manifest itself from the 3"/9™ century onward with such figure as Bayazid
Bastami and later the great Sufi poets Sana’t, ‘Attar and Rum in all of
whom, however, love was combined with gnosis. Riim1, one of whose titles
is “The King of Love” (Sutlan-i ‘ishq), wrote the Mathnawt which is called

the ocean of gnosis. Besides the poetic tradition, there arose in the 6"/12™



century in Persia a new form of Sufi writing in which metaphysical
knowledge was expressed in an unprecedented fashion in the language of
love. The originator of this school was Ahmad Ghazali whose Sawanih was
written in Persian and marks the beginning of a new genre of Sufi literature.
He was followed in this endeavor by ‘Ayn-al-Qudat Hamadani, ‘Iraqt and

Suhrawardi in certain of his works.

One of the greatest figure of this form of love mysticism was Ruzbihan
Bagqlt of Shiraz. The author of many works, he is known in this field of love
mysticism especially for his ‘Abhar al-‘ashigin which 1s one of the
masterpieces of Persian Sufi literature. In his En Islam iranien, H. Corbin
refers to this school as the Fedeli d’amore of Iran' and discusses and analyzes

the thought of Riizbihan under that title.'

Our task in this study is to analyze and compare the ideas of the “Fedeli
d’amore” of Iran and those of the West. More particularly we shall concentrate
on the two colossal figures of Riizbihan and Dante by first analyzing the theme
of love in ‘Abhar al-‘ashigin on the one hand and the works of Dante,

especially the Divine Comedy and La Vita Nuova on the other. Then we shall

"'See H. Corbin, En Islam iranien, volume. 3, Paris, 1971.
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try to compare and contrast the views of these two great figures of Islamic and

Christian mysticism and spirituality.

Riuzbihan Baqli, The School of Shiraz and the Fedeli d’Amore of Persia
Sufism developed in Persia from the 2"/8" century onward primarily
in Khurasan and flowered into a school that emphasized love ( ‘ishq) without
overlooking Divine Knowledge or gnosis ( ‘irfan). This school produced such
luminaries as Bayazid Bastami, Abii Sa‘id, Abi’-Khayr and later the three
great masters of Persian Sufi poetry: Sana’i, ‘Attar and Jalal al-Din Balkhi
known in the West as Riim1 and in the East as Mawlana (Mevlana in Turkish)
and also Mawlawi. But Sufism also developed in Isfahan and Shiraz and
somewhat later in Tabriz. The School of Shiraz is associated in its beginnings
with Ibn Khafif who emphasized Divine Love and this School continued to
produce many important figures devoted to the Sufism of love from Ruzbihan
to Hafiz and beyond.” It is for this reason that H. Corbin refers to this group

as the Fedeli d’amore of Persia or Iran borrowing this term from 7%/13"

* See A.M. Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam, Chapel Hill, 1978, pp. 83 ff.
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century European history when a secret society appeared in Italy with such a
name, a group to which Dante belonged.’

Abii Muhammad Ruzbihan, Baqli Shirazi whom we have chosen as the
main figure among the Fedeli d’amore of Persia to compare with Dante, was
born in the town of Fasa (in the province of Fars) in southern Persia, a town
that lies 140 kilometers from Shiraz, in 522/1128. He was attracted to the
spiritual life from his youth. For five or six years he lived in the desert in
caves, then discovered Sufism, being initiated to the path by Jamal al-Din
Khalil Fasa’i. He also studied the formal Islamic sciences such as figh
(jurisprudence) with some of the ‘ulama’ of Shiraz. He finally settled in Shiraz
where for fifty years he preached in the ‘Atiq Mosque and also guided
disciples upon the spiritual path. He is also said to have traveled to Iraq, Syria
and Egypt and to have made the pilgrimage to Makkah twice. He died in
Shiraz in 606/1209 and his mausoleum still stands in the middle of that city
where it is visited often by both pilgrims and the curious.*

Riizbihan was a very prolific author, leaving behind such major Sufi

texts as Kashf al-asrar, Latda’if al-bayan, °‘Ara’is al-bayan, Sharh-i

> See H. Corbin, En Islam iranien, vol. 3, Paris, 1871, pp.20 ff. In his analysis of ‘Abhar
al-‘a shigin Corbin complains about the difficult style and flowery language of this book
with which we concur completely.

* For a detailed study of Ruizbihan’s life and works see M. T. Mtr, Sharh-i hal wa athar
wa ash ‘ar-i Shaykh Riizbihan Baqli Fasa’t Shirazi, Shiraz, 1354 (A. H. solar).
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Shathiyyat, Sayr al-arwah and ‘Abhar al-‘ashigin. Some of these works are
in Arabic and others in Persian. Riizbihan was also a poet and apparently had
composed a diwdn named Diwdan al-ma ‘arif which is, however, lost.” But
some of his poems have been preserved in such later works on Sufism as
Tuhfah ahl al-‘irfan and Rith al-janan. Rizbihan also came to be known in
Persia as “the master of words of ecstasy” (shaykh al-shattah) because of his
celebrated collection and commentary upon the words of ecstasy or
theophanic locutions (shathiyyat) of earlier Sufis such as Bayazid and Hallaj,
words or sayings that make no sense externally or even appear as blasphemy
but contain inwardly the profoundest esoteric meanings.® Shathiyyat includes
such utterances as subhani (glory be unto me) attributed to Bayazid and ana’I-
Hagq (1 am the truth), the famous saying of Hallaj that cost him his life.

To study Riizbihan as a member of the class of Sufis called the Fedeli
d’amore of Persia, we turn to the masterpiece on love by the great Sufi of

Shiraz, entitled ‘Abhar al- ‘Gshigin (“The Jasmine of Lovers”).” At the end of

> For the complete list of Baqli’s works see Mir, op. cit., pp. 32-40. All the poems of
Riizbihan that have survived are included in this volume and reveal his mastery as a Persian
poet. To this day during the month of Ramadan some of his poems especially quatrains are
recited by the faithful in Shiraz.

% See the introduction of C. Ernst, ed. and trans., to Riizbihan’s Words of Ecstasy in Sufism,
Albany (NY), 1985.

7 For this study we have used the critical edition of J. Nourbakhsh, Kitdh ‘abhar al-
‘ashiqin, composed by Shaykh Ruzbihan Baqlt Shirazi, Tehran, 1349 (A. H. solar).
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the first chapter (fas/) the author himself provides an index of the titles of all
the thirty-three chapters of the book on Love as follows:
Chapter One—On Kindness between the Lover and the Beloved
Chapter Two—On the Introduction to the Book
Chapter Three—On the Mention of Shari ‘ite and Intellectual Witnesses
Concerning Human Love
Chapter Four—On the Virtue of Lovers Who Combine Beauty and the
Beautiful with Beautiful Beloved Ones
Chapter Five—On the Virtue of Beauty and Beauty and the Beautiful
Chapter Six—On the Quality of the Substance of Human Love and Its
Essence
Chapter Seven—On the Exposition of the Cause for the Subsistence of
Love in the Lover
Chapter Eight—On Journeyers upon the Path for Those for Whom
There Does Not Exist at the Beginning Human Love in Divine
Love
Chapter Nine—On the Description of Lovers Whose Beginning Is
Human Love
Chapter Ten—On the Beginning of Love

Chapter Eleven—On the Beginning of Love and Its Test



Chapter Twelve—On the Necessity of Love and Its Effect

Chapter Thirteen—On the Training of Love

Chapter Fourteen—On the Descent of Love

Chapter Fifteen—On Love Making the Heart of the Lover Its Abode

Chapter Sixteen—On the Stations of Human Love and Its Progress to
Stations of Lordly Love

Chapter Seventeen—On the Summary of Human Love

Chapter Eighteen—On the Error of the People of Pretention
Concerning Human Love

Chapter Nineteen—On the Beginning of Divine Love

Chapter Twenty—On the Beginning of Divine Love Which Is
Servanthood

Chapter Twenty-One—On the Station of Sainthood in Love

Chapter Twenty-Two—On Contemplation Which Is the Wing of the
Bird of Intimacy in the Station of Love

Chapter Twenty-Three—On the Fear of Lovers

Chapter Twenty-Four—On the Hope of Lovers

Chapter Twenty-Five—On the Ecstasy of Lovers

Chapter Twenty-Six—On the Certainty of Lovers

Chapter Twenty-Seven—On the Nearness of Lovers



Chapter Twenty-Eight—On the Unveiling of Lovers

Chapter Twenty-Nine—On the Vision of Lovers

Chapter Thirty—On the Love of Lovers

Chapter Thirty-One—On the Ardent Desire of Lovers

Chapter Thirty-Two—On the Perfection of Love®

The very titles of the chapters of ‘Abhar al-‘ashiqgin as well as their
content reveal the exhaustive and also profound treatment of the subject of
love by Ruzbihan and make this work one of the most significant of its genre
in the Persian Sufi tradition.” On the basis of this work alone Riizbihan must
be considered as one of the foremost figures in the class of Sufis whom Corbin
calls “The Fedeli d’amore of Persia.”

Although the second chapter of this book is entitled “On the
Introduction to the Book,” it is in the first chapter that Riizbihan lays the
foundation for the whole work by speaking in an autobiographical manner
about his own spiritual journey and his reaching of the highest spiritual
stations. He reveals to the reader who this person Riizbihan is who has

authored what follows in this remarkable opus. Then in chapter two he turns

8 See ‘Abhar al-‘ashigin, pp. 12—13.

® The ‘Abhar al- ‘ashiqin stands along with the Sawanih of Ahmad al-Ghazzali, F7 hagiqat
al-‘ishq or Mu 'nis al- ‘ushshdq of Suhrawardi and Lama ‘at of ‘Iraqi as the most outstanding
work on love in Persian prose, from the point of view of both the beauty of language and
depth of content.



to a discussion of what love is.'® He classifies ‘ishg or love into five
categories: Divine Love (which in its most universal sense we can also call
ardent or intense love), intellectual love, spiritual love, natural love and
animal love. This division is followed by a description of each category. He
concludes the chapter by pointing out that love is not the result of fallen human
nature but is an abiding reality that has degrees and its own principles and is
manifested in this world according to its own laws.

Strangely enough, although the title of chapter three concerns Shari ‘ite
and intellectual witnesses for human love, it is mostly about the Prophet of
Islam and Divine Love."' In a chapter full of quotations from the Quran,
Hadith and also mention of words of ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib, Riizbihan emphasizes
the centrality of love for the Divine in the soul of the Prophet and his being an
intermediary between God and some of his chosen creatures who love him. It
was not without reason that he was called the “Friend or Lover of God (habib
Allah),” habib being derived from the root 1bb and meaning both friend and
lover as well as befriended and beloved. Ruzbihan affirms that the Prophet

loved God and God loved him, and “his beauty was the theophany of the

' Razbihan, ‘Abhar al-‘ashigin, pp. 14-16.
W ibid., pp. 17-21.
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Divine Essence.”

To demonstrate the delicacy, centrality and power of love,
Riizbihan recites a remarkable poem:

Majniin saw one day a dog in the desert. He kissed its foot and circled

around it.

He was asked from where comes this love for the dog. He said it once

crossed Layla’s street."”

In chapter four after confirming that love, the lover and the beloved are
all effects of Divine Love, Ruizbihan turns to the analysis of and commentary
upon the famous hadith, “The person who loves, then abstains, then hides it,
and then dies, has died as a martyr” which in Islamic teachings means having
gained paradise.'* In explaining this prophetic saying, the author seeks to
answer why two people in this world come to love each other. He says that
such people had encountered each other in the spiritual world before entering
the realm of earthly existence, had seen the presence of the Divine Truth in
each other and had developed intimacy with one another. Once in this world,

they look upon each other with the same eye of love, and recognize the other

through the eye of the spiritual intuition and so love each other. As for the act

2 ibid., p. 19.
B ibid., p. 20.
' ibid., pp. 22-25.
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of hiding love, its result is the immolation of the lover in the fire of love. The
author emphasizes this point by citing a powerful Arabic poem:

He who burns in the fire of love is a martyr,

And He who is killed in the path of God is a martyr."

Riizbihan concludes by turning again to himself saying, “In his standing
figure (gamat) my heart experiences many resurrections; in beholding His
Beauty there is in my soul many religions; in the pilgrimage to Him my heart
possesses many esoteric truths; and in the arena of becoming connected to
Him, my spirit has many struggles with the army of love."®

Chapter five is the longest chapter of the book and deals with beauty
and the beautiful or goodness and the good since the term husn used by
Riizbihan in the title of this section (from which the beautiful word mustahsan
derives) means both beauty and goodness in both Arabic and Persian.'” This
chapter speaks of the primordial nature (fifrah) of Adam, of the beauty of
Joseph which reflected Divine Beauty, of Jacob’s love for Joseph whose
beauty was the means to Divine Love and the saying of that perfect theophany
of Divine Beauty the Prophet who said, “God is beautiful and loves beauty.”

Riizbihan quotes many Zadiths about beauty and adds that the secret (sirr) of

1 ibid., p. 24.
' ibid., pp. 24-25.
7 ibid., pp. 26ff.
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God is in the theophany of His Beauty which is reflected in all of His creation.
There is, however, a difference between man and other creatures. The beauty
of man comes from the theophany of His Essence, while that of other creatures
comes from the theophany of His Acts. The author adds that the difference
between beauty and ugliness is that beauty is the mirror of His Kindness and
Generosity while ugliness issues indirectly from his Lordship.

Following this long chapter, Riizbihan then turns to human love and
discusses the elements which when all present and compounded together
place human love in the realm of the spiritual world."® And when all levels of
the human being are conquered by “the king of love,” those who yearn for the
Beloved seek Him even through the doors of the five sense. On the path to the
Beloved the soul experiences hierarchic levels of love that Riizbihan calls
familiarity (ulfat), intimacy (uns), intense friendship (wadd) and finally ardent
love ( ‘ishq) itself that conquers all.

The next chapter begins with the assertion that love is a quality of the
Sacred above and beyond all becoming.'” Before the creation of the world,
God was Love, Lover and Beloved in Himself and then with the creation of

Adam, the light of these eternal Qualities became manifested in him.

'8 ibid., pp. 36ff.
¥ ibid., pp. 42ff.
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Riizbihan then provides a commentary on the Light Verse of the Quran
(24:35) comparing eternal and created light and their relation. The author adds
that to the extent man’s nature becomes purified from sin, both the form and
inner essence of meaning (ma ‘na) become more purified in reflecting the light
of the Truth and they gain greater beauty derived from Divine Beauty.
Chapter eight concerns itself with those who do not begin with human
love and then climb the ladder of perfection to Divine Love but move directly
towards Divine Love.?® They begin by combatting their carnal soul,
performing acts of worship, invoking His Holy Name, making spiritual
retreats and following the path of asceticism until the light of faith dominates
their hearts. From there they reach the station of certainly (yagin), above that
the station of unveiling (mukashafah) and finally the vision of the Truth.
Whereas chapter eight deals with those who seek God but do not begin
with human love, chapter nine is concerned with the descriptions of lovers
who do commence the path of love with human love.*' Riizbihan describes
their condition and mentions how their love begins with sorrow and describes
in very poetic terms their state. With this chapter the first part of the book

comes to an end, the part which in itself summarizes the teachings about love

20 ibid., pp. 16-47.
*Libid., pp. 48-50.
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and so in the next chapter the author returns to the beginning, expanding
further in the chapters that follow the truths contained in the first chapters.
Chapters ten and eleven go back to the first steps of the journey of love
when love begins to stir in the soul, causing the soul to seek (falab) and to
search for the beloved.”” But she is not easy to find and he is put through tests
until love appears, steals his reason making him drunk through the unveiling
of her beauty. He traverses his ego, goes beyond the passionate soul (nafs-i
ammarah) and drinks the water of life. To make sure that we understand the
necessity of the appearance of love in the life of the soul, the author devotes
chapter twelve to the necessity for the existence of love and its effect upon the

1.” He mentions that the seed of love was planted in the human heart from

sou
the beginning and that it had to grow inevitably into a tree whose roots are
sunk in the clay of Adam and remain in the being of his progeny and whose
branches stretch to Heaven. Then from time to time eternal love manifests
itself in this human love in certain human beings.

In chapter thirteen Riizbihan mentions that the capability to love was

placed by God in the substance of the human soul and purified the soul first

through the Shari‘ah and the companionship of love until Divine Beauty

2 ibid., pp. 51-57.
> ibid., pp. 58-60.
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became manifested in it.>* The souls of the lovers of God reach the state of
purity through the path of both the Shari‘ah and the Hagigah and they come
to learn of the adab, the correct manners of acting and being, towards the
station of Divine Lordship (rubiibiyat). Then the purity of the invocation of
God (dhikr) penetrates their hearts. They reach a stage where the Divine Truth
(Hagq) manifests Itself so that they could contemplate the non-existence of
the created order. From there the place of descent (manzil) of eternal love
becomes manifest to them. The author adds that it is not possible to reach
Merciful love (‘ishg-i rahmani) except through “created love,” the only
exception to this rule being the contemplation of the manzil of pure eternity.
This exception is reserved for only the prophets and the purified gnostics. For
others they must walk upon the spiritual path and face its many dangers,
traversing many states which Ruzbihan mentions in the way that is similar to
what is recounted in classical Sufi treatises.

The next three chapters return to the subject of the descending of love
into the human heart and inhabiting it.”> He also deals therein with the stations
of human love, which he had treated already, and how they are elevated to the

stations of Divine Love. He deals in greater detail than before with the

> ibid., pp. 61-64.
> ibid., pp. 65ff.
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conditions and states that the soul experiences in this process of elevation. He
also describes in some detail what effect these experiences have upon the
transformations of the souls. He mentions that, “Human love is the ladder to
Divine Love.”®® In chapter seventeen he summarizes what he had said about
human love, and follows with a chapter on some of the errors that those who
experience human love are prone to make, pointing out especially the dangers
of worldly passions.”’

Chapter nineteen returns to the theme of Divine Love and its growth in
the human soul but here Ruzbihan deals with the steps or more literally
manazil of the path of the realization of love. He enumerates twelve manazil
which occupy the next twelve chapters of ‘Abhar al- ‘ashigin. Enumerating
the stages, steps or stations of the Sufi path became the preoccupation of many
Sufi masters and authorities from 3"/9" century onward from Abi Talib al-
Makki, Hujwiri, Kalabadhi, and ‘Abd Allah Ansari to Qushayri whose Risalat
al-qushayriyyah is still one of the most influential works of Sufi ethics and
the description of the stations on the path of the full realization of Unity (a/-

tawhid).”® Some Sufi authorities have mentioned seven stages or stations of

% ibid., p. 77.
" ibid., pp. 78-81.
*% See Imam Abu’l-Qasim al Qushayri.
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spiritual ascent, some forty and some even more like the Sad maydan (“The
Hundred Fields of Spiritual Battle”) of AnsarT.

Riizbihan follows this long tradition but summarizes the stages of the
spiritual path in twelve (plus one) magams or stations as follows:

One—The Station of Servanthood ( ‘ubidiyyat).

Two—The Station of Spiritual Guardianship (walayah/wilayah).

Three—The Station of Meditation (muragabat).

Four—The Station of Fear [of God] (khaw).
Five—The Station of Hope (raja’).

Six—The Station of Ecstasy (wajd).

Seven—The Station of Certainty (yagin).
Eight—The Station of Nearness (qurbat).
Nine—The Station of Unveiling (mukashafat).
Ten—The Station of Spiritual Vision (mushahadat).
Eleven—The Station of Love (mahabbat).

Twelve—The Station of Ardent Desire (shawg).”

¥ “Abhar al-‘ashigin, p. 87.
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Finally, there is the highest (a /a) station that Riizbihan calls Universal
Love (‘ishg-i kullt) which is the aim of the Spirit (ri/), the chapter being
entitled, as already mentioned, “On the Perfection of Lovers.”

The stages enumerated by him are not identical with well-known ones
enumerated by some other authorities but there is a strong correlation and
parallelism between them except that for most Sufis the highest stations are
fand’ (annihilation) and baga’ (subsistence), while for Ruzbihan they are love
at its highest level in accordance with his understanding of Divine Love. Let
us remember, however, that according to Ruizbihan the person who reaches
God, or the wasil, 1s both annihilated and subsists in Him.

Chapter thirty-three, the last chapter of ‘Abhar al- ‘ashiqin, is the crown
and also in a sense the synthesis of this remarkable work. It begins as follows:

“Know O brother—may God nourish thee and bestow His generosity
upon thee through the love ( ‘ishq) of the people of perfection—that the eternal
Essence of God, praise be upon Him who is transcendent, is qualified by His
eternal Qualities from pre-eternity to post-eternity. One of the Qualities of the
Truth is love. [The Truth] loved Himself through Himself. He was therefore
Love, Lover and Beloved Himself. From that Love there appeared a color
which is His Quality. And He is above the change of the created order. Love

(‘ishq) 1s the perfection of love (as mahabbat) and mahabbat 1s a Quality of

18



the Truth. Do not err concerning names for ‘ishq and mahabbat which are the
same. They are His Quality and subsist through His Essence in which there is
no change. He is not only His own Lover (muhibb), but also His own ardent
Lover (‘ashiq). No created change exists in Him. Know the Love of the Truth
as you know His Knowledge.”*°

Riizbihan adds, “There is no division in God’s Oneness (ahadiyyat) and
when He wanted to manifest the “Hidden Treasure” (kanz) through the key of
His Qualities, He manifested the Beauty of Love within the spirits of the
gnostics and appeared to them through [His] Qualities. They found in each
Quality a dress: from Knowledge, knowledge; from Power, power; from
Hearing, hearing; from Seeing, seeing; from Speech, speech; from Will, will;
from Life, life; from Beauty, beauty; from Grandeur, grandeur; from
Subsistence, subsistence; from Love, love; and from Ardent Love, ardent
love. These were all He and He manifested Himself in them.”’

Although the expression “unity of being” (wahdat al-wujiid) did not
come into usage in Sufism until a century after Ruzbihan and is associated

especially with the School of Ibn ‘Arabi, the reality of wahdat al-wujiid can

already be seen in this text from the ‘Abhar al-‘ashigin. 1t is also significant

ibid., p. 119.
Vibid., p. 119.
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that although this work is devoted to ‘ishg, in the above passage Riizbihan
refers to “the spirits of the gnostics” (‘arifan). This assertion is very
significant in revealing the inseparable relation between love and knowledge
in Sufism even in the School that Corbin calls the Fedeli d’amore of Persia
and in a work that is devoted to the theme of human and Divine Love and the
lovers of God.

The final chapter of ‘Abhar al-‘ashigin then continues with a
summation of the author’s views on ‘ishg and adds that, “Whoever lives
through the love of the Truth will not face death. It is the expression of this
truth that was immortalized by Hafiz in his famous verse,

hargiz namirad ank-i dilash zinda shud bi ‘ishg

He whose heart has been enlivened by Love shall never die.

Riizbihan adds that such a person has already died the death of a martyr,
whom the Quran mentions as being alive and nourished by his Lord. He who
collected the theophanic locutions (shathiyyat) of the Sufis especially Hallaj
concludes with an Arabic poem of this famous martyr to whom Riizbihan was
deeply devoted:

Transcendent is He who made manifest the human world which is the

secret of the shining light of His world of Divinity;
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Then He appeared in His creation in the form of one who eats and

drinks.

Dante

Dante Alighieri (1265-) is without doubt one of the greatest poets of his
time and of Western civilization as a whole. He was born in Florence which
was one of the important centers for politics, culture and art in the 13" century.
His family was noble, but it was neither rich nor poor. The name Alighieri
could have been possibly derived from the Greek Alagherius. The name
Alighieri is very rare in Italian. One can find Alighieri, Alight ed Allighieri,
which are Florentine but the name Alighieri itself almost disappeared in later
periods. In the southern part of Italy in Sardinia there is a city named Alghero.

It is interesting to note that one of the hypotheses about the root of this name

is that it is derived from al-Jazira in Arabic. In any case, Dante does not give

us much information about his ancestors. The only one whom he mentioned
in his Divine Comedy and whom he met in Paradise is Cacciaguida degli
Elisei. Cacciaguida, who joined the Second Crusade, was knighted by
Emperor Conrad III before his death in the Holy Land. In our present study

he could be seen as being a key for us to understand in a better way the bond
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existing between the ideas of the Fedeli d’amore, the Knights Templar and
the connection that Dante could have had with Islam.

The first name of Dante is the shortened version of Durante. When he
was still a child, he lost his mother and his father became married to a second
wife. From this marriage Dante had a half-brother, Francesco, and a half-
sister, Tana. Dante also had another sister but we are not sure that she was his
own sister from his father’s first marriage or she was another half-sister. As
one can realize from certain verses of The Divine Comedy, he grew up in a
happy family and he received a very good education. After studying the
rudiments with the Dominicans, he went to the Franciscan school of Santa
Croce. Dante had very good knowledge about his country and his hometown
in which he was born and grew up. By reading the works of Italian and
Provencal poets such as Arnaut Daniel, he learned the science of metrics by
himself, and through their poems he cultivated his imaginative powers. He
had a deep interest in the contemporary art of Florence and himself practiced
drawing. Very early in his life, however, he considered himself to be primarily
a poet and in Florence, the city of music and poetry at that period, he created
a circle of valuable followers.

In 1298 he participated in a military campaign, and he went to Bologna

about 1287, and also visited Lombardy. He married Gemma Donati between
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1293 and 1300 and his two sons Pietro and Jacopo and probably a daughter
were the result of this marriage. He became an important political figure in
Florence about 1295. It is even said that he went on a mission to Rome at this
time. During his political activity, he worked for the independence of Florence
from the Vatican. Finally, these efforts and his opposition against the Pope
motivated his condemnation, first forcing him to pay a fine and suffering
deprivation and later sentencing him to death by fire. But the sentence was not
carried out and he was banished from Florence. He refused to request for a
pardon.

In 1308 Henry of Luxembourg was elected emperor as Henry VII.
Dante considered this happening as an opportunity for the future of the
country. It was not coincidental that he wrote his famous book De Monarchia
in three volumes at this time. In this work he claimed that the authority of the
emperor is independent from the Pope and that he, the emperor, takes his
power directly from God. But Henry’s popularity decreased and his enemies
in the government gathered strength against him. Dante was witness to these
events and wrote a diatribe against them. He was, therefore, banished and
forbidden from reentering the city. It was around the time of these events that
he started to write his Divine Comedy, most likely with a sense of

disappointment in his worldly situation.
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After his banishment in 1302, he traveled, or it is better to say took
refuge, in different cities such as Verona, Padua, Lunigiana, the mountains of
the Casentino in northern part of Arno and probably Bologna. It is also
believed that he traveled to Pisa and later to Paris between 1307 and 1309. In
1314 Dante took refuge in Verona and later was offered asylum in Ravenna
where his daughter named Beatrice was a nun and where his son Pietro also
lived. Dante made his home in this city where he died in 1321. During his last
years he did go on a short mission to Venice but lived peacefully mostly in
Ravenna.

Considering the subject of this essay, it is important to mention that it
was in Florence that Dante became a member of the Fedeli d’amore (The
Faithful of Love), a group which believed in and practiced an erotic
spirituality based on chivalric ideas and Platonic love, to the extent that we
have knowledge of this movement today. We shall speak more about them in
the following sections. Dante devoted himself to the study of the whole
tradition of Christian culture and religion. He also had a deep knowledge
about the Latin writers of classical Antiquity such as Cicero, Ovid and

specifically Virgil and some knowledge of the Islamic tradition.”

32 On the life and works of Dante see A. Ricolfi, Studi sui Fedeli d’Amore, Milan, 2006;
L. Valli, /] linguaggio sagreto di Dante e dei Fedeli d’amore, Milan, 1994; and G.
Rosseti, il mistero dell’ Amor platanico del Medio Evo, Milan, 2013.
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Works

Dante’s important works include of course his major masterpiece. The
Divine Comedy, and also such famous writings as La Vita Nuova, De
Monarchia, Convivio, De Vulgari Eloquentia, Le Rime and Eclogues. Of
course among all these works the most important is 7he Divine Comedy which
has immortalized the name of Dante as perhaps the greatest poet of Western
civilization. Written in triptych form, it consists of three sections Inferno,

Purgatorio and Paradiso and reveals the journey of man in this world and the

next on the basis of Dante’s vast knowledge of Western history and religion.

The Divine Comedy made him the “father” of the Italian language and his
work became the standard for Italian for many centuries. Dante knew well
Greco-Roman religious history and culture and at the same time had profound
knowledge of Christianity and medieval European history. He was well
acquainted with Christian mysticism and theology as well as certain aspects
of Islamic esoterism and philosophical thought. He knew the sciences and
cosmologies of his day and his knowledge was complemented by his deep
insight into human nature and psychology.

Dante was also a master of symbolism and knew well ancient, Christian

and also many Islamic symbols. One should mention here the importance of
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the influence of Virgil on Dante. The importance of this relation becomes

more evident when we realize that he is Dante’s guide in the Inferno in The

Divine Comedy. Some scholars such as Miguel ‘Asin Palacios believed that

Dante wrote The Divine Comedy based on the structure of the Mi ‘rdj-Namah
of Sana’1.”” The astronomical structure of The Divine Comedy is in fact very
similar to traditional Islamic cosmology which is also the structure of the
Mi ‘rdj-Ndamah of Sana’1.>*

As for his other works, the De Monarchia, it 1s considered as one of the
most important works of political philosophy of the Middle Ages, discussing
the relationship between the institutions of the papacy and the emperor. La
Vita Nuova 1s a work of a different nature and deals mostly with the life of
Dante and his relation mostly with Beatrice and the concept of love. It has a

strong autobiographical dimension.

Dante and Sophia Perennis
The term perennial philosophy which is now well known in the
English language comes from the Latin philosophia perennis whose first

usage is usually attributed to the famous German philosopher Leibnitz. It is

33 Corbin, H. En Islam irdnien, vol. 3, Paris, 1971.
** Ernst, C., (ed.), Words of Ecstasy in Sufism, Albany (NY), 1985.
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now known, however, that this term was used before Leibnitz during the
Renaissance by the librarian of Vatican Agostino Steuco who knew Arabic
and who most likely learned this term from Arabic sources which mention
the term al- Hikmat al-Khalidah in Arabic or Jawidan Khirad in Persian
found in the writings of Miskawayh, Suhrawardi and others.” Also without
using this specific term, some earlier Western thinkers such as Saint
Augustine referred to an ever living wisdom which is the same as perennial

philosophy without the usage of this term.

To emphasize that authentic perennial philosophy is not just a set of
doctrines and ideas but also includes a method for the realization of the truth,
Frithof Schuon and certain other contemporary writers such as Marco Pallis
and Seyyed Hossein Nasr have used the term Sophia Perennis.’® Understood
in this sense, it 1s important to say a few words about the relation of Dante to
Sophia Perennis. There is no doubt that Dante knew the expressions of the
perennial philosophy in the ancient Greek and Roman tradition, in Christian
sapiential teachings and in Islamic and Sufi sources. Moreover, it 1S most
likely that Dante’s familiarity with these traditions was not only intellectual

but also in most cases initiatic. We know that he belonged as an active member

3 Mir, M.T., Sharh-I halwa alhar wa ash ‘ar-I Shaykh Riizbihan Baqlt Fasa 't Shirazi,
Shiraz, 1354 (AH solar).
3% Ricolfi, A., Studi sui “Fedli d’Amore”, Brossura, 2013.
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to the esoteric organization known as the Fedeli d’amore. We also know that
his relation to the Islamic esoteric teachings was not only on the level of
formal learning. As for the traditions of Antiquity, in most likelithood he
received some kind of initiation which connected him to the ancient mysteries.
As René Guénon has said about Dante: “It is no less permissible to think that
from Pythagoras to Virgil, and from Virgil to Dante, the ‘chain of the

tradition’ was undoubtedly unbroken on Italian soil.””*’

Many scholars in
Italy who have studied Western esoteric teachings, such as Julius Evola,
believe that initiatic currents from the Roman empire survived in Christian
Italy into the Middle Ages and perhaps beyond.

In studying the thought of Dante and his relation to the Fedeli d amore,
it is important to remember the relation of Dante to these esoteric currents and
the Sophia Perennis. When we study the Divine Comedy, we see a Christian
universe in which there is also the strong presence of Graeco-Roman
teachings as well as Islamic ones. It is true that Dante was not familiar with
other traditions such as Hinduism and Buddhism and limited himself to the
four traditions that he knew, that is, the Graeco-Roman, the Jewish, the

Christian and the Islamic. Nevertheless, at the heart of his worldview stands

what we call the Sophia Perennis today. If one turns to the inner meaning of

37 Rossetti, G., Il misterio dell’ Amor platonico del Medio Ero, Brossura, 2013.
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Dante’s works especially The Divine Comedy, one cannot but agree that he is

one of the greatest expositors of the Sophia Perennis in the West.

Influence of Islam and Sufism

After the work by the famous Spanish scholar Miguel ‘Asin Palacios on
Dante, a number of scholars of this field have paid more attention to the
relation between Dante and Islamic thought and its influence on him.
Considering the importance of ‘Asin Palacios in the question of the relation
between Dante and Islam, it is important to say a few words about him and
his pioneering work on Dante and Islam. A Catholic priest who was also an
excellent Arabist and Islamicist, Miguel ‘Asin Palacios was very much
attracted to Islamic mystical thought and wrote one of the most important
early works on Ibn ‘Arabit in any European language under the title of Islam
Christianized. At the same time, he became very much interested in the
relation between Dante and Islamic teachings especially their esoteric aspect.
To this end he wrote the ground breaking work Islam and the Divine Comedy

which, when it first appeared, was strongly opposed by the majority of Italian

scholars who held a kind of nationalistic view of Dante and did not want to

accept any Islamic influence on him. But gradually ‘Asin Palacios’ ideas were
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taken seriously and were pursued further even in Italy resulting in the famous
work of Enrico Cerulli /I Libro della Scala. Cerulli’s research has been
followed by a number of later scholars among whom one should mention
especially Richard LeMay and Luce Lopez-Baralt. Returning to the presence
of Islamic teachings in the West, it should be mentioned that from the 11th
century forward many Islamic works, weather scientific or philosophical,
were translated into Latin and some local languages and most of the European
thinkers from Albertus Magnus to St. Thomas and future thinkers were quite
familiar with these translations. Dante was also among these thinkers, and
lived when translations from Arabic were becoming widely disseminated.

As for Sufism, there is not any known Latin translations of Sufi’s works
but there were some translations in the local languages such as Provencal of
which Dante was aware. Moreover, the Fedeli d’amore had a direct relation
with some Islamic Sufi and gnostic ( ‘irtani) currents which were transmitted
to them orally. One should consider this matter in evaluating the relation of
Dante and Sufism. The reality of this matter is indicated by the fact that among
the companions of the Prophet of Islam it is just ‘AlT who is mentioned in 7he
Divine Comedy and we must also remember his significance as the head of

the chain (silsilah) of the Sufi orders. It is important that in comparing
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Rizbihan and Dante, we pay attention to the interior aspect of the relation

between Dante and the inner teachings of Islam.

Dante and the Fedeli d’amore

In every religion, whether Abrahamic or non Abrahamic, one can find
the element of love both human and divine. Christianity, however, is a religion
that emphasizes particularly love and Christ himself said: “God is love.” Of
course in Islam also love (Wudiid) is one of the Names of God, but in Islam
God is not only love. Rather, Love is one of His Qualities. He is also
Knowledge, Mercy, Justice etc. In Christianity because of this emphasis on
love, most mystics have followed the path of love although the element of
knowledge and gnosis was not totally absent as we see in the case of such
famous Christian mystics as Erigena and Nicholas of Cusa. Throughout the
history of Christianity we, therefore, see many groups united by the mystical
bond of love for Christ or God.

As already mentioned, in the 13th century in Italy there appeared a
secret society which identified itself with love in an esoteric manner and called
itself the Fedeli d’amore. This secret organization was not only deeply
influenced by Christian teachings about love but also had connections with

the Order of the Temple and without doubt with certain Sufi teachings.
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Moreover, the Fedeli d’amore possessed esoteric knowledge including
knowledge of the symbolic meaning of forms and numbers associated with
Pythagorianism. We can see the strong presence of this kind of knowledge in
The Divine Comedy. For example, one can cite the symbolic use of the number
three and nine which play such an important role in 7he Divine Comedy.

In general, the Church opposed esoteric organizations during the
Middle Ages although there were some exceptions. The opposition to such
organizations can be seen in the case of the Cathars, the Order of the Temple
and the Fedeli d’amore themselves. That is why such organizations were
suppressed, persecuted and disappeared from the scene as identifiable
organizations. As far as the Fedeli d’amore are concerned, although there is
no sign of their survival as an organization after the Middle Ages, traces of
their influence can be seen in such figures as the Italian painter Rafael
especially in his paintings of the Virgin and the German poet Novalis in his
poetic treatment of her as Sophia.

We have already mentioned that an ancestor of Dante was a knight in
the Holy Land where he died. It is quite possible that Dante himself wrote
some of the ideas that his ancestor had learned from the East concerning
organizations from the Templars to the Fedeli d’amore or that he learned

about the Fedeli d’amore in Florence. There 1s no doubt that the destruction
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of the Fedeli d’amore and similar organizations had a great role to play in the
eclipse of esoteric teachings in Western Christianity at the end of the Middle
Ages although of course something of these teachings survived into the
Renaissance and even later periods of European history.

Another element that needs to be mentioned about the Fedeli d’amore
and Dante is chivalry. In the Islamic world there exited what was called
Sfutuwwah in Arabic or Jawanmardi in Persian, both terms meaning chivalry,
and chivalry was closely connected to Sufism. There is no doubt that during
the Crusades some Westerners who were in the Holy Land especially the
Templars had direct contact with this aspect of Islam and the ideas of Islamic
spiritual chivalry had an influence upon the medieval West. There is also little
doubt that Dante and the Fedeli d’amore were influenced by this aspect of

Islamic spirituality.

Dante and the Question of Love

Although in the religious sense love is central to Christianity, Western
Christianity was also heir to the Platonic doctrine of love. In certain of his
works, especially the Symposium, Plato speaks extensively about love in its
relation to both beauty and the truth and considers the highest love to be what

has come to be known in Western thought as Platonic love. This tradition
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entered into Christian thought and such figures as Saint Augustine were
immersed in both traditions, that is Christian love and Platonic love. Of course
there were many Christian mystics who emphasized only love as a sentiment
and attraction for God in the soul and they did not pay attention to the role of
knowledge in relation to Divine Love. Dante is one of those Christian figures
who combine the centrality of love with wisdom and knowledge which
Christian mysticism has often identified with the Virgin Mary as the
embodiment of Sophia. This personification and identification of love with
the feminine 1s, moreover, seen in the case of Dante in the figure of Beatrice
and his love for her.

Much discussion has taken place about the role of Beatrice in the life
of Dante. In La Vita Nuova Dante says about Beatrice, she “Who must be

called love.”*®

The question that arises is the following: who was really
Beatrice and why does she play such a central role in the life of Dante? There
is no doubt that there was such an earthly woman named Beatrice whom Dante
loved, but she played a more important role than simply that of an earthly
woman who entered his life. Otherwise, why among all possible people, she

would the one to be chosen as his guide in the Paradiso? There is no doubt

that Dante saw in her an idealized celestial-like figure symbolizing Sophia

**Riizbihan Baqli, ‘Abhar al- ‘ashigin, ed. J. Nourbakhsh, Tehran, 1349 (AH solar).
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who became his guide in the final steps of his journey to God. It could also be
said that she was above all the symbol of Divine Love. In the perspective of
Dante it might be said that Beatrice had even a cosmic and metaphysical role
and when at the end of the Divine Comedy Dante writes, [’‘amor che move il
sole e [’altre stelle Beatrice as the symbol of Love is also present. It must,
therefore, be said that Beatrice represents for Dante all degrees and stages of
love: human, cosmic and Divine.*

There is no doubt that there were several women in Dante’s life and
that at the same time Dante had a human love for the young Beatrice which,
however, was never physically consummated. Therefore, Dante’s love for
Beatrice cannot be said to have been only Platonic. Rather, this love became
sublimated in his being into Platonic, cosmic and even Divine Love. She,
therefore, became for him the symbol of love on all its levels from the human
to the Divine, a love that was pure and was never combined with lust. Since
in Dante’s worldview love was the motivating force of the universe and the
ladder to God, he chose Beatrice as his guide in the Paradiso instead of so
many Christian saints or even Christ himself or the Virgin whom he could
have chosen. The remarkable genius Dante chose a figure who was not a

prophet, a saint or a philosopher but a simple Italian woman who, however,

3% Scherillo, M., La Vita Nuova di Dante, Milan, 1911.
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embodied for him the reality of love on all its levels. Externally as a simple
Italian woman Beatrice could not have had knowledge of Christian cosmology
or metaphysics, but in The Divine Comedy it 1s she who guides him through
the cosmos to the Divine Presence.

Another important point to note is that Dante’s guide in the Paradiso is
a woman and not a man. Considering the fact that Christ never married and
that monasticism was considered in a sense as the ideal in Christian society,
it is very interesting to note that Dante chose a female figure for his guide.
This mystery becomes unveiled if we pay attention to the esoteric doctrine of
Divine femininity and the identification of Sophia with the Virgin. Perhaps
the reason for Dante’s choice being not the Virgin but Beatrice was that he
wanted to show the central role of love all the way from the human to the
Divine, and of course the Virgin could not be used as a figure in the Divine
Comedy who would symbolized all levels of love including the human.

In discussing the question of Dante and love it must be emphasized that
for Dante although he emphasized the centrality of love, this love was never
separated from gnosis and Divine Knowledge. It was not important that as a
person Beatrice did not know any cosmology or metaphysics but the symbolic
figure of Beatrice as she appeared in the Divine Comedy is not only one of

purity and innocence but also of Sophia and sapience. In this matter of
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combining love and knowledge Dante is very close to the perspective of many

Sufis including Riizbihan Baglr.

Love in Islamic and Christian Mysticism

Mysticism in its original sense as having to do with the Divine
Mysteries has exited in all the major religions of the world although in
different forms and of course Islam and Christianity are not exceptions to
this rule. Rather, we can see strong mystical elements in both these religions
going back to their origin. In the case of Islam many Western scholars have
tried to show that originally Islam was a simple religion of the desert and did
not possess the element of love, but that this element entered Islam through
contact with Christianity. But from the Islamic point of view this assertion is
totally false and the love for God and the Prophet goes back to the origin of
Islam. There are many verses of the Quran which speak of mutual love of
God and man such as “He loves them and they love him.” (Sirah 5, ayah
54) There are also numerous hadiths which speak about love. Furthermore,
the love of the Prophet is central to Islamic piety. Therefore, when we speak
of love mysticism in Islam, we are not talking about foreign influences but

about a reality that is a fundamental part of the Islamic revelation.
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In Islam, however, God is not only love and there is no verse of the
Quran or a hadith which states that God is Love. In Islam, as already
mentioned, Allah possesses many Names and Qualities of which one is Love,
but there are also other Divine Qualities such as Mercy, Power and Justice
that are also Qualities of the Divine. In light of this truth it can be said that
Islamic mysticism is essentially a mysticism of knowledge combined with
love whereas in Christianity it is predominantly a mysticism of love that,
however, is not divorced from knowledge as we see so clearly in Dante
himself. When we look at the history of Islam and Christianity, we see a
difference in the manifestation of these two kinds of mysticism, that is, of love
and of knowledge. In Christianity mysticism begins with love and notable
crystallizations of Christian knowledge mysticism or gnosis appear in only a
few cases in early Christianity as we see for example in Clement of Alexandria
and Origen, but the greatest manifestations of Christian gnosis come many
centuries later in figures such as Erigena, Dante and Nicholas of Cusa.

In Islam the development of mysticism followed a different path. At the
very beginning of Islam in such companions as ‘Al there is a synthesis of the
mysticism of knowledge and of love combined with reverential fear. Then

from the second Islamic century onward we see first of all a mysticism or

Sufism based on the fear of God as is evident in the early Mesopotamian
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ascetics (zuhhdd). Of course even then we see a figure like Rabi‘a al-
‘Adawiyya al-Qaysiyya who followed the path of Divine Love. But when we
look at the history as a whole, we see that this period of asceticism and fear
of God was followed by love mysticism and then by the mysticism of
knowledge. When we reach the 6"/12th century we see that in many cases
especially the Sufism of Khorasan love and knowledge were combined
together as we see in Sana’1, ‘Attar and Rumi. This truth is also to be seen
among many non-Persian Sufis especially the great master of Islamic gnosis
Ibn ‘Arabi who not only composed metaphysical works such as the Fusiis al-
Hikam, but also composed the love poem Tarjuman al-Ashwag. 1t is
interesting to remember that three of the greatest Christian mystics Dante,
Catherine of Avila and Saint John of the Cross where deeply influenced by
Islamic mysticism concerning especially certain cosmological ideas and the
use of some symbols.

There were, however, also influences of Christian mysticism and
especially monasticism on certain early Sufis perhaps in encouraging them
toward a more ascetic life. We know on the basis of historical records that
some early Muslim mystics would visit Christian monasteries especially in
Syria and there were deeply impressed by the spirituality of some of the

monks. They often quoted the saying of the Prophet that of all non-Muslims
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the Christian monks were closest to Islam and that the Prophet respected them
deeply. It is not accidental that Eastern Christian monasteries were so well
protected by Muslims during Islamic history and that after five centuries of
Turkish rule over Greece, Mount Athos remained the most important center
of Christian spirituality in the East. Even in the 20th century many people
from the West who sought to rediscover Christian mysticism went to either
Mount Athos or some of the monasteries in the Islamic world itself especially
in Turkey, Syria, Egypt and Iraq and not to European monasteries. The reason
for this reality 1s that in the Islamic world not only did Sufism survive strongly
for centuries and is still alive today, but also that Christian mysticism began
to wane in the West after the Middle Ages. I do not mean by this assertion that
Christian mysticism disappeared completely. Important figures such as Jakob
Bohme and William Law appeared in the modern period but in the West,
Christian mysticism became ever more difficult of access during the last few
centuries. In the 19th century if one were living in Cairo or Istanbul, it would
be very easy to find living centers of Sufism and outstanding Islamic mystics
from whom one could learn Islamic mysticism. A person who was living in
Paris or London in the 19th century, where could he or she seek instructions
in Christian mysticism? There were of course a few mystics here and there

primarily in the Catholic world but they were very rare and it was not easy to
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have access to them. That is also one of the reasons why from the 19th century
onward, so many Westerners turned to the East especially India to find
mystical teachings and appropriate teachers to teach them mysticism.

What caused the eclipse of mysticism in the West was more than
anything else rationalism along with the externalization of religion itself
mostly for social purposes. In Islamic Sufism rationalism never took hold
although Muslims produced a great deal of philosophy which, however, was
rational but not rationalistic. Moreover, the Sufi emphasis upon Divine Love
combined with realized knowledge prevented rationalism from becoming
dominant. One is reminded here of a poem of Hafiz, one of the greatest
Persian Sufi poets, that has been sang over the centuries by Persian speaking

Muslims:

“The people of intellect are like the central point of the protractor of existence
and yet,

Love knows that they are simply wondering in this circle.”

A Comparative Analysis
Both Riizbihan and Dante were nurtured and educated in major
centers of their respective civilization and both were highly cultured.

Both men wrote not only in the primary classical language of their
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culture, namely Arabic and Latin, but also in their mother tongue,
Persian and Italian, respectively. Both traveled widely, Riizbihan in
Persia itself and the Arab lands nearby including Arabia where he made
the pilgrimage to Makkah, and Dante in much of Italy and parts of
France. In contrast Riizbihan was a Sufi master with numerous
disciples while Dante belonged to a secret society and we do not know
whether he had any disciples in an initiatic sense or not. Both were
deeply attached to their religion, but while Ruizbihan is considered as
one of the great saints of Shiraz, Dante was never canonized. Riizbihan
lived at peace with Muslim religious authorities while Dante supported
the emperor as “rival” to the pope and was in trouble with Vatican
authorities.

There was also much difference in the political and social life of
Riizbihan and Dante. The former did not participate in external political
life or social organization of Shiraz although of course his large tarigah
or Sufi order had without doubt an effect upon the social and even
political life of Shiraz. In contrast Dante, as we have seen, was socially
and politically very active. He was exiled, even condemned to death,

went on diplomatic missions and participated in the fractious politics of
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Florence actively. Only the last years of his life, spent in exile, were
peaceful and to be compared from this point of view with the life of
Rizbihan, who, however, did not live in exile and died peacefully in
the city in which he had spent most of his life.

The writings of Riizbihan and Dante also represent similarities
and contrasts. Both wrote major works in their respective traditions that
are read widely to this day. Both wrote poetry and prose of high literary
quality but in the field of poetry Dante occupies a unique position.
Riizbihan wrote fine verses in Persian but he does not rank among the
greatest Persian poets while Dante was the greatest Italian poet. That
honor in Persia goes among others to Riizbihan’s compatriots Sa‘dt and
Hafiz who, like him, are also buried in Shiraz. To this day when young
poets go to Shiraz to receive inspiration, they go to the tomb of Hafiz
and not Riizbihan even though he is considered by many a more
significant figure in the Sufi tradition as a whole than is that supreme
poet of the Persian language Hafiz whose Diwan occupies a unique
position in the annals of Persian poetry.

As for Dante, his Divine Comedy is the greatest masterpiece of

Italian poetry and according to many the foundation of the Italian
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language. Some have even called it the greatest literary work of
Western civilization. Among some of his other works also there is a
finesse of language that reveals the work of his literary genius.
Moreover, Dante did not write only on Christian mysticism but on a
variety of subjects ranging from metaphysics and cosmology to social
ethics and politics while Riizbihan’s works are devoted almost
completely to religious and mystical subjects. Also Dante drew much
more from pre-Christian European and also Islamic traditions than
Riizbihan drew from non-Islamic sources. Although Dante knew the
Bible well, including of course the Old Testament, he did not produce a
commentary on the sacred text of Christianity while Riizbihan wrote
one of the major mystical Quranic commentaries in Islamic history
with the title ‘Ara’is al-bayan which is not as well known in the West
as it deserves to be.

The language used in the mystical works of Riizbihan and Dante
is similar in a profound way. In both cases they use the language of
symbolism freely. Dante calls the highest level of meaning of The
Divine Comedy anagogical which means symbolical in the profound

traditional sense of the word as has been made clear by such Western
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authorities as R. Guénon.”’ Without understanding the language of
symbolism, it would be impossible to comprehend The Divine Comedy
at its deepest level. The same truth holds true for Riizbihan except that
Dante drew from Christian, Jewish, Islamic, Greek and Roman sources
for his choice of symbols, while Riizbihan drew mostly from the Quran
and Hadith and to some extent the Bible and also pre-Islamic Persian
sources. The meaning of symbolism and the significance of the use of
symbolic language is, however, shared to a large extent by them.
Moreover, Dante was influenced in a profound way by certain
aspects of Islamic esoterism and cosmology the parallel to which we do
not see in Riizbihan with regard to Christianity in its later development
in the West. This difference is reflected in the use of some images,
symbols and ideas by the two figures who constitute the subject of our
study. We do not see by any means the influence of Western Christian
thought or symbolic language upon Ruizbihan, while the influence of
Islam, both the level of meaning and of language, on Dante and the

Fedeli d’amore as a whole is well-known.*!

%0 See Guénon, The Esoterism of Dante. ’
*! We have already mentioned the works of M. Asin Palacios and E. Cerulli concerning
this subject.
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Let us turn to the central concern of both Ruizbihan and Dante,
that is love. It is this reality that binds them above everything else to the
same spiritual universe. They both loved God and also experienced
love on various levels of the created order including the love of a
woman. There have been some Christian authors who, on the basis of
the distinction between eros and agape, have said that all human beings
can experience love as eros, but only Christians have access to
supernatural love as agape.” Needless to say, we reject this view
completely and believe that these two men experienced the love of the
same God and that their love was the manifestation of the same Divine
Love in two different human beings. In any case both Riizbihan and
Dante were followers of the path of Divine Love, which, however, was
not shorn of Knowledge and gnosis.

When it comes to the question of love and knowledge, there is a
strange paradox when one compares Riizbihan and Dante. Usually, as
stated above, Christian mysticism emphasizes mystical love while there

were figures such as Dante himself as well as Erigena and Nicholas of

*> Such Catholic authors as J. Maritain, R. C. Zaehner and L. Gardet have written along
these lines, but many later scholars, even some Western ones, have refuted them.
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Cusa in whom one sees also the element of sacred knowledge and
gnosis. As for Islamic mysticism, as again mentioned above, there is an
emphasis upon gnosis and illuminative knowledge that is usually
combined with love. Rizbihan and Dante were both mystics who
combined knowledge and love, but the element of knowledge of sacred
history and especially cosmology is more emphasized in The Divine
Comedy than in the works of Ruizbihan. Nowhere in the corpus of the
saint of Shiraz do we see the elaborate treatment of cosmology that is
found in Dante’s poetic masterpiece.

It is also important to compare and contrast the role of the
feminine in the life of our two mystics. On the highest level they both
revered the Virgin Mary. The case of Dante as a medieval Catholic is
well-known but not everyone knows that Riizbihan considers her to
have had the station (magam) of a prophet (nabiyyah). On the human
level, both married and experienced female companionship in their
lives. There 1s, however, a major difference between them in this
matter. Everyone who knows Dante has heard of Beatrice. She
represents all levels of love for Dante from the human to the Divine and

it 1s this simple girl, symbol of femininity on all levels, who is his guide
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in the Paradiso. No corresponding figure can be found in the works of
Rizbihan although in the ‘Abhar al- ‘ashigin he also writes eloquently
about human love as a ladder to Divine Love.

And then there is the question of the influence of these two
figures. Dante is considered as the father of the Italian language and his
literary influence upon Italian is much greater than the influence on
Persian of Ruzbihan who lived at a time when Persian had been
flourishing for several centuries. Masterpieces of Persian poetry such as
the Shah-namah (“The Book of Kings™) of FirdawsT as well as such
masterpieces of Sufi literature as Kashf al-mahjiib (“The Unveiling of
the Veiled”) of Hujwirt and Asrar al-tawhid (“Secrets of Divine
Unity”) of Abu Sa‘id had already appeared. Although the literary
influence of Dante on later Italian literature was much greater than that
of Ruzbihan on Persian literature, the spiritual influence of Riizbihan
on later Sufism has been immeasurably greater than that of Dante on

later Christian mysticism. "

* This truth is reflected in standard histories of Christian and Islamic mysticism.
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Conclusion

Although one can speak of the Fedeli d’amore of the medieval
West and the Fedeli d’amore of Persia and their similarities in certain
domains as we have sought to demonstrate, the startling fact is their
very different destinies. In the West such organizations as the Templars
and the Fedeli d’amore were opposed by the Church and soon were
either destroyed or marginalized. In contrast in the Persian world, and
the Islamic world in general, major figures who may be said to belong
to the tradition of the Fedeli d’amore of Islam, such as ‘Iraqt and Jami,
continued to appear and today Sufism is still strong in Shiraz as well as
in many other places in the Islamic world. A figure such as the famous
saint of Shiraz, Wahid al-awliya’, who may be said to belong to the
tradition that produced Riizbihan, died only a few decades ago.

The Fedeli d’amore in Italy was a secret society with esoteric
teachings but it did not possess a spiritual chain (silsilah) like Sufi
orders. There are some indications that Dante was aware of spiritual
orders with their hierarchy and spiritual masters, but there are no
indications that such an order existed in Italy or that he belonged to it.

Everyone who has studied The Divine Comedy knows that of all
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Muslim figures he chose ‘Al to reside in the /nferno with the Prophet.
Most likely this choice was not for political reasons, but for a spiritual
one. Dante probably knew of ‘Alr’s spiritual significance as the head of
Sufi chains (silsilahs) and indirectly such a choice by Dante indicates
‘Ali’s spiritual eminence for Muslims and its recognition by the Italian
poet.

Finally, in casting an eye upon the later history of Islam and
Christianity as far as their spiritual teachings of those two men are
concerned, one can observe in Europe the continuation of secret
societies following the degeneration or destruction of such organization
as the Fedeli d’amore, but such societies became more and more
politicized and externalized until one is confronted with 18" century
Freemasonry that has a major role to play in the French Revolution and
whose members were excommunicated by the Catholic Church. In
contrast Sufi orders continued to preserve their vitality in various
Islamic countries including Persia. A comparative study of the heritage
of Ruzbihan and Dante has much to teach us about the ever more
divergent paths that Islam and Western Christianity were to follow after

the Middle Ages when they had created sister traditional civilizations
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with so many similar spiritual and intellectual developments and
versions of the nature of God, man and the cosmos that, despite certain
theological and artistic differences, belonged essentially to the same

universe of meaning.
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